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Abstract
Objectives: The main objective of this study is to examine the relationship between health and an early exit from paid employment in the Finnish, Polish, 
and Spanish populations. The authors have addressed the following 3 issues: who chooses not to work according to gender patterns, whether the health sta-
tus is a determinant of being non-employed, and what diseases are associated with being non-employed. Material and Methods: The studied material con-
sists of data from the Collaborative Research on Ageing in Europe (COURAGE in Europe) project. The analysis was based on a sample of 5868 individu-
als, including 1214 from Finland, 2152 from Poland and 2532 from Spain. In the paper, these data were complemented with the results of the PArticipation 
To Healthy Workplaces And inclusive Strategies in the Work Sector (PATHWAYS) project. Results: The results of the study revealed that self-rated health 
was a strong predictor of being non-employed for different reasons. Chronic diseases, such as arthritis, angina, diabetes, chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease, depression and hypertension, were typically associated with an increased risk of being non-employed due to health problems and early retirement. 
Women more frequently reported arthritis and depression, while a higher proportion of men suffered from angina and diabetes. Conclusions: The results 
obtained by the authors highlight the importance of evaluating gender patterns in work cessation and, at the same time, the importance of gender-focused 
actions in terms of preventing withdrawal from the labor market. In principle, all chronic diseases have some impact on participation in the labor market. 
It is worth noting, however, that each of them affects workforce participation in a different manner, depending on the specific disease, country and gender. 
For this reason, tailored support to every individual’s needs is highly recommended. Int J Occup Med Environ Health. 2020;33(3):365–84
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for transition into a disability pension or unemployment. 
On the other hand, a Finnish empirical study [6] exploring 
unemployment and various aspects of health found that 
people of poor health were likely to belong to the group 
of people who eventually become unemployed. Hence, 
this study stressed that self-rated health (SRH) does not 
change as such with the occurrence of unemployment.
However, the main focus in this study was on specific dis-
eases, not only on the general health status. The authors 
limited their review of the existing literature to the analysis 
of the relationship between specific chronic diseases and 
the situation on the labor market. For example, a study 
based on the longitudinal Survey of Health, Ageing and 
Retirement in Europe (SHARE) data demonstrated 
the impact of cardiovascular diseases and diabetes on 
the increased probability of an early exit from paid em-
ployment via disability benefits or early retirement and, to 
a smaller extent, via unemployment or other exit routes [7]. 
Yet another study by Rumball-Smith et al. [8], which exam-
ined the impact of diabetes on leaving the workforce across 
16 countries, found that people with diabetes had a 30% 
increase in the rate of workforce exit, compared to people 
without the disease. Moreover, about 1 in 17 cases of non-
participation in workforce could be attributed to chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) or asthma [9].
An Australian study which examined the impact of sev-
eral chronic diseases on the probability of workforce par-
ticipation confirmed that the impact of such diseases was 
significant although it differed depending on gender and 
age [10]. It is well known that morbidity in most chronic 
diseases also differs according to gender. Firstly, there 
are some differences in how these diseases affect men 
and women: it has been stressed that “these diseases and 
their risk factors are very much influenced by the roles 
and expectations in the society” [11]. In consequence, 
women tend to be affected by chronic diseases at younger 
ages than men, and they live longer with their diseases 
or disability. For example, epidemiological studies have 
INTRODUCTION
In most European countries, workforce ageing and la-
bor shortages are among the most important challenges. 
In 2030, at the European Union (EU) level, the propor-
tion of mature employees will reach a peak. However, in 
the case of individual European countries, the intensifica-
tion of this process will be different in terms of the charac-
ter and rate. For example, in the coming decades, the share 
of people aged 45–64 in 12 out of 28 EU countries will 
reach ≥50%, and even 53–54% in the case of Slovakia, 
Poland, Romania and Latvia [1]. Most of these people 
will remain out of paid work or they will withdraw from 
the labor market prematurely. The decline among women 
will be even more significant due to different patterns of 
workforce participation for women and men. Statistically 
speaking, women are less occupationally active than men. 
In 2017, among people aged 20–64, the share of working 
women in Europe reached 66.5% and the share of work-
ing men – 78%. In Spain, for example, <60% of women 
were working compared to 71.5% of men [2]. For people 
aged >50, these differences are getting even bigger. For 
example, in Poland, the activity rate for women aged 50–64 
in 2017 was 51.1%, and for men 67.2%. Taking into account 
only people aged 60–64, this rate was 22.1% of working 
women, compared to almost 50% of working men [3].
Workforce participation depends on many factors. Some 
of them have been examined by various researchers. Spe-
cial attention has been paid to both health and chronic 
conditions, as well as the integration and reintegra-
tion into the labor market. People with chronic diseases 
(PwCDs) (defined by WHO as diseases characterized with 
long duration and a generally slow progression, which are 
not transmitted from one person into another) often expe-
rience some negative impact on their working life [4]. This 
dependence has been widely discussed in many research 
studies and from many perspectives. On the one hand, 
a systematic review conducted by Rijn et al. [5] revealed 
that the presence of ≥1 chronic disease was a risk factor 
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over and, obviously, early retirement [23]. About 555 000 
European citizens of working age died of chronic diseases 
in 2013: assuming that those people would have been occu-
pationally active to the age of 65 at the same employment 
rate as the rest of the population, and based on the aver-
age salary of workers in the EU, this amounts to a yearly 
loss of EUR 115 billion [21]. In European countries, an 
average cost of social benefits due to ill-health expenditure 
on disability and paid sick leaves corresponds to 1.7% of 
the gross domestic product [21]. The awareness of this re-
lationship could support policy makers, scientists and ad-
vocacy groups in creating solutions and systems focused on 
the retention of employees at the workplace.
To the best of the authors’ knowledge, there have been no 
comparative data which would identify gender and country 
patterns of people with specific health conditions, and be-
ing out of workforce. Most of the existing studies regarding 
health and workforce participation are focused only on peo-
ple approaching their retirement age or on older workers. 
One of the most important databases covering this group is 
the SHARE study [24], which is the first multidisciplinary, 
longitudinal European project of micro data on the health, 
socio-economic status, and social and family networks of 
individuals aged ≥50. There is also some research includ-
ing people of working age. Garcia-Gomez et al. analyzed 
the relative role that health plays as a determinant of both 
exit from and entry to paid employment [25]. They found 
that a health shock (a sudden deterioration to health) was 
an important factor in the transition from the labor mar-
ket for both younger and older workers. Most of the ex-
isting research concentrates only on 1 di sease [26–30] or 
on a general measure of health, frequently based on SRH 
[31], and none of them has identified gender patterns as 
a determinant of unemployment.
Aim
The main aim of this study is to examine the association 
between the health condition and an early exit from paid 
proven that men and women face different risks and have 
different outcomes with cardiovascular diseases [12]. In 
European countries, more women than men have been 
found to suffer from depression, asthma, and high blood 
pressure [13], while ischemic heart disease is the most fre-
quent cause of death among men [14].
There are also differences between gender, chronic dis-
eases and workforce participation. A study conducted 
in Australia demonstrated gender patterns in workforce 
participation among PwCDs: men with depression or ar-
thritis were less likely to work full time, whereas women 
with depression “preferred” part-time jobs [15]. Tunceli 
et al. [16], in a longitudinal study focused on the effect of 
diabetes on the labor market, demonstrated a greater as-
sociation between diabetes and work-lost days for women 
than for men.
The health status is the indicator mostly connected with 
the occupational situation. From the employers’ perspec-
tive, problems are focused on the cost of accommoda-
tion and the lack of knowledge about the needs with re-
spect to workplace adaptation; employers are not aware 
enough of how to deal with workers with disabilities, and 
they are afraid of the PwCDs’ employment condition [17]. 
On the part of employees, long-term health problems in-
crease fatigue or the lack of understanding, sometimes 
also the feeling of shame attributable to diseases and 
stigmatization [18]. In consequence, PwCDs are less fre-
quently employed than others [19]: only 34% of them are 
employed in Europe [20]; among people aged 50–59 in 
2013, 74% of men and 63% women with 1 chronic disease, 
and 61% of men, as compared to 48% of women, with 
≥2 chronic diseases, were employed [21]. Furthermore, 
employees with chronic diseases have fewer opportunities 
to get a new job once they are made redundant [22].
As previously described, non-communicable diseases 
(NCDs) have a significant impact on the labor market 
structure, workers, employers, and the society as a whole: in 
terms of workforce participation, hours worked, job turn-
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and the south of Europe, respectively, taking into consid-
eration their population and health characteristics [32].
In the paper, 1111 subjects out of the whole sample were ex-
cluded due to the fact that they had never worked. Next, 3691 
were excluded as they were not in the working age category. 
Due to the Polish legal solutions regarding retirement age 
(65 for men and 60 for women), the authors adjusted work-
ing age to 18–59 for Polish women. For women in Finland 
and Spain, as well as for men in every analyzed country, 
working age was defined as 18–64. Finally, the sample size 
available for the research purposes was 5898 individuals, 
including 1214 from Finland, 2152 from Poland and 2532 
from Spain. The unemployment rate among those included 
in the study was 32% in Finland, 40% in Poland and 47% in 
Spain. More details are presented in Figure 1.
Data from the COURAGE in Europe project were comple-
mented in the discussion section with results of the PArtici-
pation To Healthy Workplaces And inclusive Strategies in 
the Work Sector (PATHWAYS) project. The general aim of 
the PATHWAYS project was to identify innovative strategies 
to adapt the workplace to the needs of PwCDs, and to improve 
their integration and reintegration into the workplace.
The COURAGE in Europe project (that interviewed 
nationally representative samples of adult populations 
from 3 European countries: Finland, Poland and Spain) 
constituted a trigger to this study. The COURAGE in Eu-
rope project was scientific, quantitative research, whereas 
the PATHWAYS project was more focused on practical 
solutions: providing useful insights for a more inclusive 
labor market. Both projects contained data according to 
chronic diseases; somatic and mental, as well as occupa-




Based on the COURAGE in Europe project dataset, 
the following 7 common chronic diseases which impact 
employment in the Finnish, Polish and Spanish popula-
tions. More precisely, the authors have tried to identify:
 – whether men and women decide not to work for differ-
ent reasons,
 – whether the health status is a determinant of being 
non-employed,
 – which diseases are associated with being non-employed.
The outcome of the study is discussed in the light of the in-
novative approaches to promote the occupational integra-
tion and reintegration of PwCDs, and to improve their 
employability.
MATERIAL AND METHODS
Study design and sample
In this paper, data from the Collaborative Research on 
Ageing in Europe (COURAGE in Europe) project were 
used. Information was gathered through household in-
terviews, where interviews were conducted face-to-face 
by computer-assisted personal interviewing (CAPI). 
All the interviewers participated in a training course for 
the administration of the survey. Quality control proce-
dures were implemented during fieldwork. The study 
sample size covered 10 800 individuals aged >18, in to-
tal: Finland (N = 1976), Poland (N = 4071) and Spain 
(N = 4753). The authors used a stratified multi-stage ran-
dom sampling method. In Poland and Spain, the respon-
dents were randomly selected from among the inhabit-
ants of households from a certain age group, according to 
the geographical administrative regions and the number 
of people living there. In Finland, the design was a strati-
fied 2-stage cluster sampling design, and the strata were 
created based on the largest cities and university hospital 
regions. A systematic sampling of people was conducted 
so that the sample size in each stratum was proportional to 
the corresponding population base. The response rate was 
53.4% for Finland, 66.5% for Poland and 69.9% for Spain. 
These countries were selected to broadly represent dif-
ferent European regions, representing the north, the east 
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Self-rated health –  
data from the COURAGE in Europe project
In the study, SRH was also taken into account. It was elic-
ited by the following question: “In general, how would 
you rate your health today?” The answer was assessed on 
a 5-pt scale, from the best (“very good” – 1) to the worst 
(“very poor” – 5).
Employment status –  
data from the COURAGE in Europe project
Firstly, the authors excluded from their analysis people 
who had never been working; more precisely, those who 
answered “No” to the question: “As you know, some peo-
ple take up jobs for which they are paid in cash or in-kind. 
Other people sell things. Have you ever in your life done 
any type of work (not including housework)?” Therefore, 
the non-employed outcome was defined by the dichoto-
mous question: “Have you worked for at least 2 days dur-
ing the last 7 days?” Between “No” responses, exclusions 
were performed for the student category, voluntary job, 
no economic need, and no permission. The category of 
on work ability were selected: diabetes, rheumatic dise-
ases, hypertension, COPD, as well as asthma, heart 
diseases, and depression. The respondents were asked 
to indicate any chronic diseases they had ever been diag-
nosed with. The question about those diseases was: “Have 
you ever been diagnosed with/told you have: arthritis/a 
heart disease/diabetes/chronic lung disease/asthma/high 
blood pressure/depression?” If the respondents answered 
“Yes,” they were considered to have the disease.
The diseases analyzed in the PATHWAYS project were: 
musculoskeletal disorders (back and neck pain), mental 
health conditions (depression), metabolic disorders and 
diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, respiratory diseases, 
and neurological diseases (migraine). They were selected 
based on their contribution to the years lost due to disabil-
ity (YLDs) in Europe in 2015 [33], and they were similar 
(except neurological diseases and hypertension, and with 
a difference between musculoskeletal disorders in the 
PATHWAYS project and arthritis in the COURAGE in 
Europe project) to those analyzed in the COURAGE 
in Europe project.
The COURAGE in Europe project









– age criterion: 689
–
(F: 408, M: 281)
Excluded:
– never worked: 397
– age criterion: 1522 (F: 1015, M: 507)
Excluded:
– never worked: 741
– age criterion: 1480 (F: 668, M: 812)
Available for analyses: 1214
– employed/working: 822 (F: 450, M: 372)
– non employed: 392 (F: 227, M: 165)-
Available for analyses: 2152
– employed/working: 1281 (F: 670, M: 611)
– (F: 487, M: 384)non employed: 871-
Available for analyses: 2532
– employed/working: 1343 (F: 648, M: 695)
– (F: 648, M: 541)non employed: 1189-
Figure 1. The design of the Collaborative Research on Ageing in Europe (COURAGE in Europe) project (2009–2012)
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RESULTS
Considering SRH, a statistically significant difference be-
tween gender groups was observed only in Poland, and 
there were fewer women than men who reported having 
a poor and very poor health status. The health status was 
also assessed by physicians who reported the presence of 
diagnosed diseases. The observed pattern was very similar 
in each of the analyzed countries. Women more frequently 
reported arthritis and depression, but a higher proportion 
of men had angina and diabetes. There were also some 
country-specific differences, as COPD was observed more 
frequently among men in Poland only, and high blood 
pressure was reported by a higher proportion of men 
in Po land, compared to a higher proportion of women in 
Spain (Table 1).
Some details about employment and the current working 
status are presented in Table 2. A higher proportion of 
working men, compared to women, was observed in Spain, 
and also in 2 other countries the direction of the difference 
was the same, although it was statistically insignificant. 
The distribution of reasons for being non-employed also 
varied in the 3 countries under analysis. The main reason 
in Finland was early retirement for both women and men; 
in Po land, it was health problems in women and early re-
tirement in men, and in Spain difficulties in finding a job for 
both women and men (Table 2). The distribution of other 
reasons for being non-employed showed that more women 
than men declared being homemakers as an argument for 
not being occupationally active in Finland (4.6% vs. 0.4%), 
in Poland (6.8% vs. 1.6%) and also in Spain (14.4% vs. 
0%). Care providing as the reason for being non-employed 
was much more common among women in Poland (2.4%) 
and Spain (3.2%).
In the second part of the statistical analyses, the authors 
tried to reveal whether the health status was a determi-
nant of being non-employed for a specified reason (so, 
if a person was non-employed due to difficulties in finding 
a job, the analysis tried to answer whether this fact was 
seasonal work was added to the working people group. 
Then, self-defined reasons for being non-employed were 
classified into 5 categories: being a homemaker instead 
of being employed, being non-employed due to care pro-
viding, being non-employed due to difficulties in finding 
a job, being non-employed due to early retirement, and 
being non-employed for other reasons.
Statistical analysis
Basic characteristics of the participants included in 
the analyses have been presented separately for women 
and men across the 3 countries considered (Finland, Po-
land and Spain). Differences between men and women 
were tested by the χ2 test as all the analyses fulfilled the ex-
pected value ≥5 criterion. The risk of being non-employed 
was estimated by logistic regression models. The mod-
els calculate the relative odds (the odds ratio [OR]) for 
the outcome of interest among the defined group, as com-
pared to the reference group. The OR was used as a proxy 
measure of withdrawal (being non-employed) from the la-
bor market. Different outcomes were considered, i.e.:
 – being a homemaker instead of being employed,
 – being non-employed due to care providing,
 – being non-employed due to difficulties in finding a job,
 – being non-employed due to early retirement,
 – being non-employed for other reasons.
The risk was estimated for different SRH levels with 
the reference group of individuals who reported their 
health as very good by the ordinal logistic regression mod-
els. The second part of the analyses focused on the asso-
ciation between the diagnosis of a specific disease (with 
no disease as a reference) and being non-employed by 
the nominal logistic regression. The results are presented 
as ORs and 95% confidence interval (CI) limits. The sig-
nificance of variables in the model was based on the Wald 
statistic. Results with the p-value of <5% were considered 
statistically significant. All the analyses were performed 
using IBM SPSS Statistics version 24 for Windows.
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health was almost 5 times higher among men in Finland 
and Spain, and 16 times higher among men in Poland. 
As regards women, the risk of being non-employed due to 
early retirement associated with poor health (as compared 
with women with very good health), was 6 times higher in 
Finland, 12 times higher in Poland, and >18 ti mes higher 
in Spain. Very poor health had an even stronger effect 
(Table 3).
As the last part of their investigation, the authors per-
formed analyses to determine which diseases were as-
sociated with being non-employed for different reasons. 
The first reason, i.e., being a homemaker instead of being 
employed, was linked only with arthritis, but this disease 
increased the risk of being non-employed only among 
women in Spain (OR = 2.24, 95% CI: 1.49–3.34). There 
were no associations between different diseases and be-
ing non-employed due to care providing for the majority 
of diseases except hypertension among women in Spain 
(OR = 3.38, 95% CI: 1.68–6.80).
Considering the risk of being non-employed due to dif-
ficulties in finding a job among women in Finland, dia-
betes, depression and hypertension were the conditions 
associated with an increase (Table 4). Hypertension was 
the only statistically significant factor for men in Finland 
and for women in Poland. In Spain, diseases which were 
significantly linked with this outcome included arthritis, 
depression and hypertension in women, and diabetes in 
men. The diagnoses of arthritis, angina, diabetes, COPD 
(except in Finland), as well as depression and hyperten-
sion, were typically associated with an increased risk of 
being non-employed due to health problems. The disease 
which failed to show any association was asthma, which 
was significant only among men in Spain (Table 4). All 
the aforementioned diseases were also somehow linked 
with an increased risk of being non-employed due to early 
retirement. The strongest predictor in Finland was angi-
na for both gender groups; in Poland, it was diabetes for 
women and hypertension for men, and in Spain hyperten-
somehow linked with the person’s health status, i.e., to 
check if health deterioration increased the probability of 
being non-employed due to difficulties in finding a job). 
As regards being a homemaker instead of being employed, 
health deterioration decreased the probability of this out-
come in Finnish women, and in Polish women and men. 
However, a reverse effect was observed for Spanish wom-
en, among whom a worse health status increased the prob-
ability of being a homemaker in that group. No associa-
tions were observed between being non-employed due to 
care providing and the health status of the respondents. 
Typically, health deterioration was linked to the increase 
in the risk of being non-employed due to difficulties in 
finding a job.
Significant trends showing a continuous increase in 
the risk across health categories, from very good to poor 
or very poor, was observed in Finnish women, Polish men 
and women, and Spanish men and women. Moreover, 
a poor health status was a very strong predictor of being 
non-employed among women in Finland (OR = 13.87, 
95% CI: 2.28–84.2) and in Poland (OR = 11.4, 95% CI: 
3.11–42.0). The number of individuals reporting very poor 
health in the study population was too small to perform re-
liable analyses in the majority of the analyzed subgroups, 
except men in Poland among whom it was found that very 
poor health increased the risk of being non-employed due 
to difficulties in finding a job by approx. 20 times. The oth-
er part of data just confirmed these expectations, showing 
a clear association between a decrease in the subjective 
health status and an increased risk of being non-employed 
due to health problems. In addition, a strong significant 
association was observed in each of the analyzed groups 
across all the countries under consideration.
Finally, the authors addressed the question of how SRH 
influenced the risk of being non-employed due to early 
retirement. People with deteriorated health were more 
likely to start their retirement earlier. The risk of being 
non-employed for this reason among individuals with poor 
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sion for women and depression for men. The only disease 
which did not show any significant effect either in women 
or in men, in any of the countries under consideration, was 
asthma (Table 4).
DISCUSSION
The results of the COURAGE in Europe project indi-
cated that having a long-term chronic disease increased 
the probability of withdrawing from or never entering 
the labor market. The PATHWAYS project focused on in-
novative strategies that could improve the participation of 
PwCDs in the labor market. This study showed that the ef-
fects of the health status on various forms of unemploy-
ment were significant, but different for women and men. 
The results obtained by the authors highlighted the impor-
tance of gender patterns in work cessation. Women more 
often declared chronic diseases, while men rated their 
health worse than women. A difference was observed also 
in terms of the reasons of being non-employed and gen-
ders. Chronic health conditions as well as poor SRH were 
related to people’s decisions of withdrawal from the labor 
market.
Diseases evaluated in both projects, such as depression, 
a heart disease, COPD or diabetes, have some relevant 
implications for the labor market structure in terms of 
the employment rate/withdrawal from/no entry to the la-
bor market. As the authors were able to prove, these ef-
fects strongly differ between countries and genders.
The authors observed a strong effect of SRH as a reason 
for being non-employed. Perceiving one’s health as poor, 
or in some cases as very poor, demonstrated even stron-
ger associations than any of the long-term diseases under 
analysis. Those respondents who assessed their health 
mostly as moderate had more odds for not being occupa-
tionally active for most of the reasons under consideration. 
The relationship between poor or very poor SRH and be-
ing non-employed was noticed in every country, for both 
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health as poor has also been reported as a consequence 
of becoming non-employed [38]. For example, in a Swed-
ish longitudinal study, SRH was found to decrease togeth-
er with job loss [39]. Another case was demonstrated in 
a 2-year follow-up study among older U.S. workers which 
confirmed that, with the advent of unemployment, the risk 
of depressive symptoms increased [40]. Declaring poor 
health, especially among non-employed men of working 
age, could also be a way of justifying one’ workforce status. 
This thesis, commonly referred to as the “justification as-
sumption,” has been confirmed in many studies [41–43].
A review of the existing literature on employment and 
the health status has highlighted that having a long-term 
chronic disease constitutes a risk factor for not entering 
the workforce, or for becoming unemployed or non-em-
ployed. The results of the PATHWAYS project revealed 
that the factors having a negative impact for the PwCDs’ 
occupational situation are: workplace, work structure and 
schedule, as well as workload [44]. A community-based 
study conducted in the UK provided evidence for long-
term diseases and job loss, especially among those who 
suffer from musculoskeletal disorders and mental ill-
nesses [45]. Research conducted on Belgian middle-aged 
workers demonstrated the importance of the work envi-
ronment in the attendance behavior of individual workers 
[46]. The results of the PATHWAYS project showed that 
a modification of work-related aspects, such as the adapta-
tion of working hours, working tasks and workload, could 
improve the situation of PwCDs on the labor market [47]. 
Those work-related aspects correspond to the most fre-
quent needs declared by PwCDs [44]. In turn, national and 
European stakeholders emphasize the need to focus on 
the capacity of PwCDs rather than on their inability, as 
well as to develop a more integrated system of the integra-
tion and reintegration of people with NCDs [45]. These 
solutions indicate that a more holistic approach to PwCDs, 
along with the focus on individual needs, could constrain 
the withdrawal from the labor market. The adaptation of 
regards difficulties in finding a job in the Polish workforce 
in general, and in the Finnish and Spanish women. For 
early retirement decisions, poor SRH played an important 
role in Finland, Poland and Spain.
In accordance with the findings of this study, a past 
study confirmed that poor subjective health was a strong 
predictor of various types of non-participation in work-
force. Schuring et al. found that in European countries 
poor health was a risk factor for remaining unemployed, 
becoming unemployed or retiring [31]. Evidence from 
the Finnish panel data demonstrated that persons who 
declared poor SRH, regardless of the reason, were likely 
to belong to the group of unemployed [6]. Van den Berg 
et al. presented the crucial role of SRH for disability pen-
sions and unemployment [34], and their results are in line 
with these findings. Research conducted in 10 European 
countries, including Spain, confirmed a poor SRH impact 
on different exit routes from the labor market: being un-
employed, being retired, or taking care of a household 
[35]. Contrary to this study, Alavinia and Burdorf did not 
include Finland and Poland, so not all the results could be 
compared. However, another research based on a Finnish 
cohort of men demonstrated that poor SRH was a strong 
predictor for non-illness-based early retirement [36]. This 
research just confirmed these findings: in every analyzed 
country, SRH was crucial for early retirement decisions. 
This effect was observed despite the discrepancy between 
countries with respect to retirement age, as well as dif-
ferent attitudes to retirement. For example, retirement 
age in Poland is one of the lowest in Europe. According 
to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment (OECD) data, the average age of Poles who 
withdraw from the labor market is 62.6 for men, and 59.8 
for women [37]. In the case of both genders, Poland is 
rated among the countries where people decide to retire 
at the youngest age.
Nevertheless, the direction of the relationship between 
SRH and being non-employed is not obvious: perceiving 
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tailored to individual needs, which was also found in previ-
ous literature [55].
Comparing the results for men and women showed only 
minor discrepancies. Slight differences between genders 
were also demonstrated in a study conducted in Den-
mark, and they were mostly focused on sick absences and 
women’s pregnancies [56]. This research revealed a rather 
significant relationship between the presence of long-
terms chronic diseases and workforce participation. For 
example, arthritis was significant only for women in Spain 
as regards being a homemaker, while hypertension was 
a significant factor for men in Finland and for women in 
Poland.
Strengths and limitations of the study
In the paper, the authors used 2 separate studies per-
formed in European countries, focusing on the role of dif-
ferent determinants of specific chronic diseases on the oc-
cupational situation. They used the results of the COUR-
AGE in Europe project as the background for the practical 
implementation of the PATHWAYS project. The strength 
of this study includes the use of community-representative 
data, with a wide sample of people of working age from 
3 different countries. The sample varied with respect to 
factors such as gender, place of residence, marital status 
and socio-economic backgrounds. The authors also used 
the results of other European projects, in addition to 
the COURAGE in Europe project results. The analysis 
conducted in this study has a number of advantages with 
respect to the impact of diseases and work. The authors 
used specific diseases as potential risk factors of labor 
market performance. This study also included a subjective 
health assessment, which could be even more sensitive in 
health monitoring than external measures of health [57].
Nevertheless, some limitations must be taken into account 
in this study. The major limitation is related to the cross-
sectional analysis and self-reported data, which precludes 
the authors from making an inference about any causal 
the workplace and of workload to the capacity and needs 
of an individual should encourage him/her to remain oc-
cupationally active.
When studying the relationship between being non-em-
ployed or unemployed, and having mental health prob-
lems, especially depression, the literature has mostly 
focused on the influence of job loss on the development 
of depression [48,49], or on work-related factors and 
the development of depression [50–53]. Limited evidence 
suggests that individuals suffering from depression have 
more odds for being occupationally inactive. The results 
of the SHARE study based on the population of older 
workers have shown that depression is the most important 
health problem associated with workforce exit [35]. Data 
for a younger cohort (the Coronary Artery Risk Devel-
opment in Young Adults – CARDIA study) also indicate 
the associations between depressive symptoms and unem-
ployment [49]. Also these findings show depression as an 
important factor contributing to not being occupationally 
active in Spain and Finland.
Until recently, mentioning depression constituted a taboo 
in the Polish society. This could be one of the reasons for 
the lack of the relationship between this disease and work-
force participation in this study. Actually, depression in Po-
land is one of the most common reasons for absenteeism: 
only in the first half of 2016, due to mental disorders, Poles 
took up to 9.5 million days off work. In the PATHWAYS 
project, much attention was paid to mental health prob-
lems. The category of working dissonance was indicated as 
the most disturbing factor, according to people with men-
tal disorders. This category consists in the fact that people 
distance themselves from colleagues, which is likely to 
lead to social isolation [44]. To reduce absenteeism due 
to mental health problems, factors influencing effective-
ness strategies were identified in the PATHWAYS project. 
One of the most important strategies, in the stakeholders’ 
opinion, was the integration of employment services with 
the mental healthcare team [54], as well as interventions 
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as the specificity of the most popular chronic diseases, 
such as diabetes, depression, heart diseases, and others. 
The lack of awareness could cause a fear of employing 
PwCDs, also leading to the reluctance of PwCDs to enter 
or return to the labor market.
The study implies that policy makers and employers 
should focus on people’s needs and develop strategies 
such as creating a healthy workplace. It is also imperative 
to pay special attention to gender differences. As can be 
assumed based on the results of the PATHWAYS project, 
the possibility of having flexible working conditions, one 
of the most requested facilitators to stay at work/remain at 
work/enter workforce, would probably increase the num-
ber of active employees with chronic conditions among 
the workforce. This will increase the importance of fight-
ing stigmatization, and changing the attitudes of manag-
ers and colleagues towards PwCDs [44]. These changes 
could become preventive measures of the employees’ 
withdrawal from the labor market, especially in terms of 
early retirement decisions and the increase in long-term 
health problems.
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